Archaeoastronomy, no. 17 (JHA, xxiii (1992)) 



THE LENGTH OF THE LUNAR MONTH 
BRADLEY E. SCHAEFER, NASA/Goddard Space Flight Center 
1. Introduction 

S use , lunar caiendars - That is ' thc ^ » 

cased on the time interval from the moon passing from one phase around * 
complete cycle to return to the same phase In the Babylonian caLX 2 

XlXtafth“ toe and I 5 ' 3 ™ 0 Calendar ' thC S,art of the Iunar month was 
the time that the thin crescent moon was first sighted after new moon In the 

modern J ew ish calendar, the start of the month is associated with a calculation 

of the instant of new moon. The Christian date of Easter is bYsed on an 

and are also use^bJ 7°" time ‘ LUnar ° r lunis ° ,ar Calendars were 
neolithic cultures * AmenCan India "> Chinese, paleolithic, and 

1^777*7 ° f lunar or lu nisolar calendars depend on a knowledge of the 
Con 7\ r m ° nth - F ° r exam P ,e > at ^ «cent ThirdTnLmafional 

numoer ot days that the moon is visible. Another application used bv several 
speakers was to present tallies of numbers preserved on bones (whh dX 

whh'ohf ° m , Pal£ r°' u hiC ,0 C ' 1 800 A D) a " d assot:iate *= derived 1 numbers 

calendrS wasTXsed ^ Rna " y ' the ap P fati “" <° 

The traditional answer to questions of the length of the month is that the 

Xrnu n mber P of n d° d ° f 'm Xl* ^ ^ 50 tha ‘ a month Xp„« d of a 

whole number of days will be either 29 or 30 days long. But reality is not that 

2™2679 tolll 837607 ! T fr °, m ’ Say ’ new moon to new moon can vary from 
f 77 2 7 37 t days - SeC0nd ’ there are two Possible points of view with the 

geocentric phase being a global phenomenon of theoretical existence and the 

a l0Cal Phenomenon related to ac1Xob“Xio„ 

variations" rfThf 7 based . on observation of the crescent, the complex 
variadons of the moon s position increases the variance of the month’s 

uration. Fourth, for those calendars based on observation, the presence of 
clouds can also prolong some months. presence ot 

the A |en d e1hXte, tradi,i0na i a T er ' the ° nly previous delailed examination of 

SX ; a h£ month ^ 

(53 00“/ | HUb rl” 1" ds , that the mon 'hs' lengths are 29 days WW /™™!) Hays 
(53.00/.), and 31 days (0.06%), with some long periodicities. However! 
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